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Abstract: What can Girardian theory tell us about the American Christian evangelical movement’s use of religious language to define and defend the “war on terror”?  Those militant Christians who call for violence in the name of God are involved in what Girard sees as a futile attempt to re-sacralize contemporary violence.  This brief paper considers the important distinction between “apocalypse” as preached by the American right and Girardian apocalypse, understood as the intractable unveiling of the arbitrary nature of all violence.  

	Since its inception, America’s “war on terror” has been couched in religious terminology.  The Christian evangelical movement, which as we shall see has increased in both size and fervor over the past two decades, is defined by its aggressive propagation of the righteousness of American violence.  Many in America and around the world are dumbfounded by evangelism’s unyielding certainty.  To better understand the source of this type of conviction, we look to the theory of René Girard.  Over the course of his body of work and especially in his most recent book, Battling to the End, Girard presents a useful framework for understanding the significance of the religious rhetoric used by the politically powerful Christian right in America.  The “war on terror” as preached in apocalyptic terms by American evangelicals is ideological rather than logical.  As we shall see, evangelical apocalypse is not equivalent to Girardian apocalypse, defined as the unveiling of the arbitrary nature of human violence.  The two uses of the term actually oppose one another: one obfuscates, the other reveals.  
The militant ideology (we might also call it mythology) of American evangelism—as seen in the language of the megachurches, the attempts by religious soldiers to Christianize the military, and the “faith-based” presidency of George W. Bush—represents, in Girardian terms, a failing attempt to resacralize violence.  The follies of contemporary evangelism are thrown into sharp relief by Girard’s prophetic analysis of its illegitimacy.  Comparing Girardian Christianity to evangelical American Christianity presents us with two opposite theologies.  The juxtaposition of these theologies allows us to eloquently expose the hypocrisy inherent in the religious right and gives us insight into the role “religion” plays in contemporary “war”.  
	Girard’s theory, which he has continued to develop over the past fifty years, argues that Christianity demystifies religion.  Christianity, through its vindication of the scapegoat, reveals that violence is always arbitrary—that it can never be sacred.  Girard has long argued that the mimetic nature of desire always sets members of a society in conflict with one another.  As two members of society come into competition over the same object, each member’s desire comes to mirror the other’s until the two desiring bodies become a rivalrous pair.  Conflictual mimetic desire between such pairs is contagious; desire always breeds more desire.  Thus, mimesis leads to widespread rivalry, in which individual members of society become indistinguishable from one another: every member is identical in his or her desire for some object.  Girard calls this widespread mimetic confusion, which he explores in depth in his first major work Deceit, Desire and the Novel (1965), the crisis of undifferentiation.  He argues that once begun, mimetic rivalry can only escalate.  Without violence, there is no way to quell escalating mimesis, which is itself thinly veiled violence.
In archaic religion, the crisis of undifferentiation is averted by the transference of mimetic violence onto a scapegoat, a person (or group of people) who is seen as responsible for the social tension. The generative scapegoating mechanism allows a social group to “sanctify” its violence: in transferring the violent impulse toward other members of the group onto an innocent victim, a social group is able to hide the “true” (mimetic) nature of that violence from itself.  As Girardian interpreter Michael Kirwan puts it:
The crisis is resolved by a realignment of the aggression, “all against one”.  A problem which arose because of mimetic interaction is resolved in the same way: by one person, then another, and finally the whole group pointing a finger at the alleged cause of the disturbance.  The group is then unified once more in the action of expelling or destroying the victim.  Or the group finds an external focus for its aggression, an “enemy without” who similarly unites them.  (Kirwan 2005: 38)

Once the scapegoat is expelled or destroyed, the group experiences a feeling of social harmony which “comes to be attributed in a mysterious way to the expelled victim, who thus acquires a ‘sacred’ numinosity”  (Kirwan 2005: 39).  Violence acted out in this cathartic turn is perceived as sacred violence.  This sacred violence is then preserved in myth, and religious ritual reenacts the process of scapegoating and sanctifying the victim, thus institutionalizing a method of containing the escalation of mimesis.  Girard explores this theory of the scapegoating mechanism in his early work, most notably in Violence and the Sacred (1972) and Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World (1978).​[1]​  
Christianity, with its focus on the innocence of the victim, turns the scapegoating mechanism upside down.  For Girard, the crucifixion is the unique historical “unveiling” of the meaning of violence—the revelation that all violence is, in fact, profane.  The Gospels, according to Girard, are the only texts that reveal the arbitrary nature of scapegoating and the innocence of every ritual victim.  The consequences of this revelation constitute what Girard refers to as the paradox of human history: Christ simultaneously frees humanity from the cycle of sacrificial violence and deprives humanity of its ability to sacralize violence through ritual and myth (Battling to the End 2005: 63).  As Girardian Gil Bailie puts it in his oft-cited treatise, Violence Unveiled:
	Unveiled violence is apocalyptic violence precisely because, once shorn of its 
	religious and historical justifications, it cannot sufficiently distinguish itself from 
	the counter-violence it opposes.  Without benefit of religious and cultural 
	privilege, violence simply does what unveiled violence always does: it incites
	more violence.  (Bailie 2001:15)

The demystification of archaic religion, the recognition that violence against the scapegoat is unfounded and unfair, has led to an unleashing of meaningless violence.  The only way to control the escalation of this violence, according to Girard, is to imitate Christ—a difficult and rarely well-executed task (Battling to the End 2010: 132).
It is from this point in his theory that Girard begins in Battling to the End.  We live in an age of apocalypse, he argues, one in which it is imperative that we consider the implications of Christian revelation.  Humanity has entered into a crisis of distinction on a global scale.  According to Girard, the truth revealed by Christ has for the last two thousand years been in the process of demystifying all religion.  As he sums it up: “The Revelation deprives people of religion” (Battling to the End 2010: 198).  People everywhere have been exposed to the faces of their victims—have come to realize that violence can never be sacred—only to find that they are subsequently unable to escape their own violence and thus always and uncomfortably aware of the victims of that violence.  Girard explains that awareness of and empathy for the victim has been the driving force of much humanist and Enlightenment philosophy. Humanity has tried in various ways to stave off all-consuming violence: it has made laws, abided by rules of war, and had compassion for the victim.  But, in the end, these projects of modernity have failed to instill in humanity a full-fledged recognition and renunciation of its own violence and thus also failed to quell escalating mimetic violence.  Girard maintains that the escalation to extremes is inevitable—it is, in fact, the “meaning of history” (Battling to the End 2010: xxvii).
Battling to the End elaborates on this thesis through an investigation of modern warfare as seen through the writings of Carol von Clausewitz, the Prussian general who Girard claims intuited the inevitability of the escalation to extremes in his famous military treatise On War (1832).  Clausewitz’s conception of warfare was essentially based on the logic of the duel.  He believed that warfare, though mediated by politics, was “primordial violence” acted out between enemies who exactly resemble one another in their antipathy.  His account of the rivalry between France and Germany was ever-underpinned by the recognition of the sameness of these two armies.  In some places in the text, Clausewitz’s admiration for and envy of Napolean even serve as an explicit schematic of mimetic desire.  In the end, however, Clausewitz insisted that wars could be controlled by the nations who fought them rather than following his line of reasoning to what Girard sees as its logical end—war cannot be controlled because it is the site of the apocalyptic escalation to extremes.  Girard feels that he must pick up where Clausewitz left off: 
To acknowledge this truth is to complete what Clausewitz was unable, or did not want, to finish: it is to say that the escalation to extremes is the appearance that the truth now takes when it shows itself to humanity.  (Battling to the End 2010: 105)

Real warfare is, in effect, defunct: the rules that once made engagement on the battlefield sacred have long been effaced by the horrible revelation of the true nature of violence.  We are left with absolute war in which violence is incapable of producing anything other than violence.
	Thus, Girard presents us with a set of tools for understanding contemporary claims about both war and religion.  For Girard, religion is the myth that violence can be sacred—as he puts it: “Sin consists in thinking that something good could come from violence” (Battling to the End 2010: 109).  War, on the other hand, is the inevitable outcome of mythical thinking.  Religion in America prolifically propagates this myth: everywhere in evangelism we see an inversion of Girardian Christianity.  Unsurprisingly, the rise in fundamentalism among American Christians is accompanied by an increase in the use of militant language.  We now turn to an examination of absolute war and apocalypse as put forth by evangelical Christians, all the while keeping in mind the Girardian definitions of these terms. 
	“Evangelical”, “conservative”, “right-wing”, “radical”, “pentecostal”, “fundamentalist”, “providentialist”, and “pre-millenialist” are adjectives that have been applied to various sects of Christianity in America.​[2]​  Uniting characteristics of these groups are a literal belief in the Bible, a conviction that America is divinely ordained by God as a great country, an anticipation of the apocalypse in the form of actual spiritual war with an actual enemy, and an emphasis on individual salvation.  In a 2004 poll, up to forty percent of Americans identified themselves as “evangelical” according to this criteria (Phillips 206). Girard sees this new breed of religion as an attempt to find refuge in old religion.  As he describes it: “ideology has replaced mythology, but the mechanisms are similar” (Battling to the End 2010: 53).  The truth of the Bible, for Girard, does not lie in a strict literal interpretation of the Gospels.  On the contrary, the revelatory power of those texts lies in their unveiling of the symbolic mechanisms of violence and the sacred. 
Evangelical Christianity flourishes throughout the United States in large congregations, often referred to as “megachurches”.  Many of these churches use overtly militant language.  Pastors rely heavily on “the rhetoric of war and the demands of a warrior God who promises blood and vengeance” (Hedges 2007: 228).  In 2005, expert on religious subcultures Jeff Sharlet profiled Pastor Ted Haggard and the New Life Church in Colorado Springs, disputably the most powerful of the American megachurches, for Harper’s Magazine.​[3]​  According to Sharlet, Haggard, while he was head pastor at New Life, was an influential spiritual advisor to President Bush; the two men spoke on a weekly basis.  This contact is not insignificant, especially considering the kind of sermon likely to be heard by New Life’s congregation of 14,000.  Pastor Ted often referred to the values of preemptive and “ferocious” war, and is quoted as saying, “I teach a strong ideology of the use of power, of military might as a public service” (Sharlet, “Soldiers for Christ”, 2005: 45).  During the homily of his own son’s wedding, Pastor Ted intoned, “The Christian home is to be in a constant state of war.  Massive warfare!” (Sharlet, “Soldiers for Christ”, 2005: 54).  Sharlet responds to this extremism with prescient words that are not out of place in our Girardian analysis:
The language of the Christian right was, I realized, hardening, collapsing.  “Spiritual war,” a metaphor as old as the Gospels, has been invoked for the sake of power before…But the imagination of the Christian right has failed, and its language has become all-encompassing, mapped across not just theology but also emotions; across not just the Church but the entire world.  (Sharlet, “Soldiers for Christ”, 2005: 54)  
The language used by evangelical Christians is the language of absolute war.  The church lacks the imagination to decipher the Gospels’ metaphors of violence unveiled, and it is thus trapped within the defunct idiom of righteous violence.
It’s not unusual for extremely violent language of this ilk to increase one’s status among conservative Americans in high places.  Take the example of General William Boykin, who was promoted to Deputy Undersecretary of Defense even after having this to say about his involvement in military action in Somalia: “I knew my God was bigger than his [Somali warlord Osman Atto’s].  I knew that my God was a real God and his God was an idol” (Hedges 2007: 57).  Boykin has gone on to explicitly express his view that America is a “Christian nation engaged in a holy war” (Hedges 2007: 58).  Such calls to arms are desperate attempts to resacralize violence, in Girardian terms, and they are not fallen on deaf ears.  The desire to believe in a righteous cause in the service of a righteous God is especially strong in the US armed forces.  In another important exposé Jeff Sharlet chronicles proselytizing within the American military by a “small but powerful movement of Christian soldiers” (Sharlet, “Jesus Killed Mohammed”, 2009: 32).  This presence is becoming more powerful and more extreme in bases both at home and abroad, using tactics such as:
forced Christian prayer in Iraq and at home; combat  deaths made occasions for evangelical sermons by senior officers; Christian apocalypse video games distributed to the troops; mandatory briefings on the correlation of the war to the Book of Revelation; exorcisms designed to drive out “unclean spirits” from military property; beatings of atheist troops that are winked at by the chain of command.  (Sharlet, “Jesus Killed Mohammed”, 2009: 37)

Here is evidence of an army governed by the false mythology of evangelical apocalypse.  Ideological extremism abounds in an attempt to disguise the meaninglessness of American violence; but ultimately, an evangelical army can neither re-sacralize its own violence nor return to traditional rules of war. 
One need only mention Abu Ghraib or Guantanamo to draw attention to
America’s position beyond traditional rules of war.  The army instead engages in indeterminate, unproductive conflict—meaningless violence that is incapable of either producing anything positive or recognizing its own inefficacy.  The American soldier does not fight for a particular cause in a war that may be won or lost; he is instead a warrior who fights perpetually with no end in sight.  The journalist Robert Fisk alludes to this shift in the ethos of the American military in his book The Age of the Warrior:
	‘The Warrior Creed’ allows no end to any conflict except total destruction of the 
	‘enemy’.  It allows no defeat…and does not allow one ever to stop fighting, 
	lending itself to the idea of ‘the long war’.  It says nothing about following 
	orders, it says nothing about obeying laws or showing restraint. (Fisk 2008: 284)

Fisk insists that this warrior attitude signifies a fundamental difference in the identity of the soldier.  His concern about the implications of this paradigm shift echoes exactly Girard’s enumeration of the consequences of “absolute war”.  The US military is increasingly defined by its evangelism, its use of apocalyptic language, and its inability to abide by traditional models of warfare. As Girard puts it:
A striking example of the blindness is the quagmire in Iraq that the Americans will be able to escape only in a catastrophic manner, with the resulting stream of dead bodies and the unending succession of murders.  The loss of the rules of war leaves us facing the terrible alternative between attacking and defending, aggression and response to aggression, which are one and the same thing. (Battling to the End 2010: 67)

The militant language of the megachurch and the growing evangelism in the US armed forces dovetail with the faith-based presidency of George W. Bush, the only president in American history to identify himself as an evangelical Christian (Robinson and Wilcox 2007: 217).  The use of apocalyptic language to justify violence was a hallmark of his presidency from the start.  The words “crusade”, “evil”, “faith” and “providence” peppered the calls to arms he directed toward the American people in the months after 9/11 (Robinson and Wilcox 2007).  At the heart of Bush’s war on terror was an absolute certainty that American action is determined “by the hand of a just and faithful God'' (Lears 2003: 1).  Bush called for an extreme patriotism, a “with us or against us” ethos throughout America and the world—he thus propagated the myth of sanctified, righteous American violence perpetrated on an evil enemy (Suskind, 2004: 3).  The mounting extremism of his ideology was the obverse of the mounting extremism in other parts of the world: violent language begets more violent language. In the words of one journalist:
This is why George W. Bush is so clear-eyed about Al Qaeda and the Islamic fundamentalist enemy. He believes you have to kill them all. That they can't be persuaded, that they're extremists, driven by a dark vision. He understands them, because he's just like them. . . .(Suskind 2004: 1)

In Girardian terms, Bush’s utter conviction is the result of a perverse mythologizing.  The hallmark of the crisis of undifferentiation is the frantic invention of difference between self and other when, in fact, there is none.  Recognition of a shared humanity had no place in the Bush administration’s logic of war.  Its “with us or against us” model led to widespread, long-term engagement far beyond the pale of traditional warfare.  Girard describes America’s escalation to extremes:
Today we are heading toward a form of war so radical that it is impossible to talk about it without making it sound hyper-tragic or hyper-comical, so unlimited that it can no longer be taken seriously.  Bush is a caricature of the warmongering violence of which Americans are capable outside of the framework of any political reason, and Bin Laden and his imitators respond in an equally “sovereign” manner.  	(Battling to the End 2010: 69)

America’s fast-growing Tea Party is carrying on Bush’s use of militant religious language in the public sphere.  The “Restoring Honor” rally held on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in August of 2010 and moderated by Tea Party spokesman Glenn Beck was overtly religious.  The conflation of politics and religion by the religious right is a manifestation of apocalyptic unreason: according to Girard, this model constitutes the incontrovertible reality of politics in America.
	In Girardian terms, Western Civilization has failed to recognize the true nature of violence even after the Christian revelation of the innocent victim, and so it is now defined by apocalypse, within which the laws of warfare are obsolete.  Terrorism, rather than sacrifice, is the new archetype of violence—meaningless, random, chaotic.  The enemy in absolute war is a phantom because the enemy is indistinguishable from the self.  The redoubling of evangelical efforts to demonize Islam are only a result of this mimetic escalation—moreover, the same sort of demonization is a part of the religious rhetoric of fundamentalists in Islam.  It is no coincidence that the response to this undifferentiation is an increase in and desperate attempt to return to, superstitious religion.  The “war on terror” as conceptualized by evangelicals in influential churches, the armed forces, and even the federal government points to this bleak vision—the only way to avert total destruction is through the positive imitation of Christ’s recognition of the profane mimetic violence within each of us.  As Girard puts it: “Christ took away humanity’s sacrificial crutches and left us before a terrible choice: either believe in violence, or not; Christianity is non-belief” (Battling to the End 2010: 20).  The religion of the American evangelicals is not Christianity; rather, it is an improvised mythology attempting to explain the effects of uncontrollably escalating violence.  Scapegoating, positing difference where there is none, and using religious language to justify violence are all tenets of such mythology; tenets that seem to be taking hold throughout the social, cultural, and political spheres.  
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^1	  For an in-depth summary of mimetic theory and the scapegoating mechanism, see Kirwan  2005. 
^2	  In the interest of clarity and continuity, I have chosen to use “evangelical” through most of this discussion because it is the term used most often in scholarship and the media.  
^3	  In 2006, the pastor of New Life, Ted Haggard, was forced to leave the church due to a scandal involving a homosexual prostitute.  See “Pastor Dismissed for ‘Sexually Immoral Conduct’”: The New York Times.  5th November 2006.
